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History Seen Through Multiple Lenses:
Leo Schelbert's Contributions to the
Swiss-American Historical Society
by Marianne Burkhard OSB JCL

L ooking over the work of our Society over the past 40 years, it
becomes quickly evident that Leo Schelbert has shaped it in important
ways almost from the beginning of the Society's reactivation in 196365. After contributing an article on Albert Gallatin in 1967, he became
deeply involved: as co-editor of the Review with Heinz K. Meier (19701986) , as President (1975-1980), as sole editor of the Newsletter/Review (1980-2002), co-editor with H. Dwight Page (2002-2006), as editor of the society's book series (1981-2013), and as member of the editorial board for the book publications since 2013 . During his tenure as
editor of the Newsletter he shepherded the publication's transition from
the Society's Newsletter to the SAHS Review in 1990, a partly scholarly
publication, and he saw to it that the articles in the Review were from
then on abstracted in America: History and in Historical Abstracts.
The Index of the Review's first 33 years, published as vol. 33:3 in
1997 , has a long list of entries for Leo Schelbert, yet most of them refer
to his "Prefatory Notes," that is, his editorial comments at the beginning of each number, and to many book reviews which show his wide
ranging interests. He is truly an editor who gently shaped the Review
through his knowledge and his connections offering articles by a variety of authors . Certainly the SAHS Review is, as a Master Thesis from
the University of Basel states, "a melange: scholarly treatises appeared
besides anecdotal stories, family trees, and the presentation of postal
cancellations ." Yet this "melange" is both intentional and appropriate because the Review counts among its readers historians as well as
people who simply love to read about old times, about the emigrants'
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struggles of leaving home and settling in a new land as well as about
more recent events/issues in Switzerland. Thus the Review shows the
many facets of Swiss presence in the United States over time , on the
basis of original documents, first-hand descriptions of the processes of
emigrating to a new world, family trees, well-researched biographies
and scholarly interpretations of various aspects related to the Swiss
presence in the U.S. and to the relations between the two countries .
In this sense , the Review provides something akin to Grundlagenforschung, that is, research publishing basic documents and original
texts which then provide the very material for scholarly research about
Swiss immigration to the U.S. And through the lens of various life
experiences we can see how individual and/or historical forces shaped
decisions and destinies, success and failure.
Anyone even just partially familiar with the work and the publications of this small society knows that Leo's work and presence has
been a major factor in producing an output that clearly goes beyond
of what one would normally expect of such a small organization . His
work for the Review has always been done in the background; he is
a person who has wide connections, and who has a Spurnase, a sixth
sense for interesting materials and people, and who has offered the
hospitality of his home in Evanston, Illinois, to scores of visitors and is
always eager to hear about other people's ideas and projects . Perhaps
most important, however, is his ability both to understand and to see
all the ways in which knowledge of individuals' lives can enlighten
the understanding of historical processes both on the level of seemingly simple stories and family migrations and on the level of a more
theoretical view of emigration/immigration. Many of the materials that
ended up in the Review were simply sent to him because someone knew
that he was interested in Swiss-American topics ; at other times he met
people, listened to their interests and helped and/or encouraged them to
develop them into publishable form.
When perusing the list of articles in the Review in the first 30
years, it is evident that Heinz K . Meier and Leo Schelbert soon began
to shape the content to some degree: there are early issues containing
short reviews of books about Swiss in the U.S. and about Switzerland
in the hope of whetting readers' appetite for further reading, be it for
pleasure or academic interests. There are issues dedicated to particular individuals, e.g. to the Swiss philosopher and educator Fritz Marti
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol51/iss1/6
2

Burkhard OSB JCL: Leo Schelbert's Contributions to the Swiss-American Historical Society
History Seen Through Multiple Lenses: Leo Schelbert's Contributions
77
~

~

~

~

(1894-1991) who spent most of his life teaching in the U.S. (15:3,
1979) , to the Swiss-American limnologist Arthur Davis Hasler ( 19082001 ; 23:3,1987), and of course, to the work of Heinz K. Meier, one of
the other towering figures of the SAHS who died in 1989 at the age of
only 60 (26:2,1990). Other issues pursued topics such as modern Swiss
literature and writers (18:2, 1982), immigrants from the Valais (26:2,
1990) , or the "Anabaptist Emigration from the Old Republic of Bern"
(28:2, 1992) as researched by Dr. Delbert Gratz, who was an authority on Anabaptists and Mennonites and librarian at Bluffton College,
Ohio ; for decades he also answered innumerable genealogical queries
for the SAHS using both his own wide knowledge and the great genealogical library resources of Bluffton College .
Beginning in the mid 1990s, Leo Schelbert began to conceive
special issues devoted to just one topic, one personality or one text,
for example New Glarus (vol. 31:2, 1995, and 41:2, 2005 with newly
translated texts by the pioneers) , Swiss settlers in South Dakota and the
Gonzenbach cheese factory in Millbank, S.D. (vol. 37:3, 2001) , Thomas Bruhin (1835-1895), a Swiss Benedictine priest whose passion for
botany led him to discover plants in Wisconsin (vol.38:2, 2002). There
are also some unusual topics: in 2008 (vol. 44:2), Margot Amman Durrer edited an issue with articles about the Swiss feminist Iris von Roten (1917-1990) whose 1958 book Frauen im Laufgitter [Women in
the Playpen], a keen analysis of women 's social situation, caused a
scandal in Switzerland, but is now seen as the " missing link between
Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex (1949) and Betty Friedan 's The
Feminine Mystique (1963);" and the translation of a brochure about
Heinrich Handschin (1839-1894) , a Swiss weaver from Canton BaselLand , who chose to go east to Moscow, Ru ssia , where despite hi s lack
of education, he eventually made a fortune which he then donated to a
Foundation in his home canton of Basel Land in order to help the children of poor families obtain the education that he himself was unable
to get. This last selection, based again on a brochure that was sent to a
member of the board, shows Leo Schelbert's long-held view that one
has to see immigration in a more global context in order to gain a better understanding of the reasons which prompted people to emigratereasons which were far more complex than the generally held view
that immigration was caused mainly by crises of various sorts in the
economical, political or religious constellation of the home country.
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From the very beginning, the Swiss-American Historical Society
occasionally published books as a way to document the contributions
Swiss immigrants had made in so many areas of American life. The reactivated SAHS continued to publish occasional books' providing historical works, two guides for doing Swiss genealogical research (1979,
2005), a collection of letters by Swiss immigrants, collected and edited
by Leo Schelbert, but also a series of essays discussing Switzerland in
WWII under the title Switzerland under Siege /939-1945: A Neutral
Nation's Struggle for Survival (2001), three historical novels by Carol
Williams that paint a gripping account of Swiss and other settlers' experiences in the revolutionary wars at the end of the 18 th century in
South Carolina, a book on Swiss Festivals in America, a monograph
on a the Swiss-American writer Mari Sandoz who wrote about both
immigrants and native people in Nebraska, an edition of the letters
from and about America written by Leo Lesquereux (1806-1889) who
became an authority on mosses and a pioneer of American paleobotany
(2006), and a book by Brigitte and Eugen Bachmann on the Amish in
Berne, Indiana (2009). The majority of these publications began with
documents , found or sent to members of the society, and were often
enriched and refined for publication with Leo 's help , e.g . his translations , bibliographical help, or his enlisting other knowledgeable people
as contributors.
More recently, Leo 's hospitality and engaging creativity resulted
in a new type of book consisting of interviews with Swiss women and
men who immigrated to the U.S . after 1950. It all began when Leo was
asked by the Swiss Consulate of Chicago to host a Swiss journalist
who was going to visit St. Meinrad Abbey in Indiana in order to write
an article for the Neue Zurcher Zeitung. His encounter with Susann
Bosshard Kalin from Einsiedeln led to the book Westwarts: Begegnungen mit Amerika-Schweizerinnen (Bern 2009) which was subsequently
translated and published by the SAHS as Westward: Encounters with
Swiss American Women (2010). Susann Bosshard interviewed 15 women born between 1922 and 1944 who immigrated to the U.S. and described their varied experiences. All of them, whether married or not ,
worked, and often shaped their own careers. Susann Bosshard's interviews capture the women's personalities and provide a lively and rich
1
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tapestry of immigrant experiences from the women's point of view.
Leo also added four historical portraits of women who "came earlier,"
namely in 1734, 1736, 1848 and 1889. This last part of the book also
exhibits Leo Schelbert's special ability to evoke the lives of individuals from often scant documents and to place them into their context,
thus helping us to appreciate their personal trials and achievements as
shaped by the larger historical and social developments.
In 2013, a companion volume about immigrant men was published
under the title Emigrant Paths: Encounters with 20th Century Swiss
Americans. Susann Bosshard Kalin interviewed nine Swiss-Americans
born between 1927 and 1947, and Leo Schelbert added his editions of
seven autobiographical portraits of men born between 1868 and 1919.
Whether leaving or staying by choice or necessity, these men showed
courage, stamina and creativity even under good circumstances.
Over the years, the SAHS has also given small grants to a number
of other projects which often had first come to the attention of Leo
who subsequently submitted a request to the Society's membership at
their Annual Meeting in October. While the largest number of grants
were given for historical research or the publication of books, other
projects were support~d as well: for several years a society member
represented Switzerland in a program for high school teachers of German at Keuka College in upstate New York that provided teachers with
a better and more current understanding of the-then four-Germanspeaking countries (West and East Germany, Austria and Switzerland);
there were contributions toward cultural events such as the opening of
the Midwest Dairy Institute in Millbank, South Dakota, the 300-year
celebration of New Bern, North Carolina, including also the distribution of additional copies of the Review's issue on New Bern, toward
adding a "Swiss Nationality Room" in the Cathedral of Learning at
the University of Pittsburgh, where 'nationality rooms' are used as
class for classes and exhibits about the ethnic groups represented in the
Pittsburgh area, and a contribution to the Swiss Benevolent Society of
Chicago for refurbishing the recital hall that is named for Swiss pianist
Rudolf Ganz, a long-time music professor and performing pianist at
Roosevelt University in Chicago.
Leo Schelbert is a true researcher whose knowledge and interests
are still growing, branching out into other fields. At the same time, he
is an unassuming person, always willing to listen, to modify his ideas,
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2015
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to cooperate with others, and also to further a younger person's budding career. His influence has shaped the Swiss-American Historical
Society in many ways, but he never weighed in with an overpowering
academic rhetoric. Instead, he was and is, a vivid presence offering
possibilities and contributions for consideration and helping to bring
them to completion. With his consummate scholarly skills and his amiable, engaging personality, he is an unique example of personal and
intellectual hospitality.

Marianne Burkhard OSB JCL
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